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FEDERAL  COMMUNICATIONS  COMMISSION 
Consumer  Assistance  Program 
AGENCY:  Federal  Communications  Commission. 
action:  FCC  Consumer  Program. 

summary:  The  Consumer  Assistance  Office's  program 
represents  a  blend  of  existing  programs,  future 
programs  now  in  the  planning  stages,  and  a  long-range 
forecast  of  programs  to  be  tried  in  the  future.  The  FCC 
is  publishing  this  program  as  an  information  item  only. 
DATE:  November  23, 1979. 

FOR  FURTHER  INFORMATION  CONTACT:  Zora  Brown, 
Consumer  Assistance  Office,  Federal  Communications 
Commission,  (202)  632-7000. 

I.  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PERSPECTIVE 

A.  Organization 

The  FCC  has  an  Office  of  Consumer  Assistance.  The 
Consumer  Assistance  Office  serves  as  the  focal  point 
within  the  Office  of  Public  Affairs,  for  responding  to  a 
variety  of  written,  telephone  and  walk-in  requests  for 
information  assistance  from  individual  consumers.  The 
Consumer  Assistance  Office  has  the  responsibility  for 
facilitating  public  participation  in  the  Commission’s 
decisionmaking  processes. 

B.  Resources 

1.  Budget 

Consumer  Assistance  Office  has  an  adequate 
operating  budget.  Presently,  Consumer  Assistance 
Office  assists  in  administering  an  FCC-wide  consumer 
budget  of  approximately  $7  million  through  its  liaison 
committees  and  other  mechanisms.  Each  Bureau  has 
primary  responsibility  for  its  own  budget  and  expends 
a  portion  for  consumer  programs  such  as  complaint 
handling,  “plain-English”  publications,  training 
programs,  travel  to  public  participation  workshops  and 
meetings  and  for  other  methods  of  outreach. 

(a)  Federal  Communications  Commission  budget  for 
FY  1978-1979 — $70.5  million.  Consumer  activity  budget 
FCC-wide  for  FY  1976-1979 — $6.99  million.  Consumer 
Assistance  Office  budget  for  FY  1977-1979 — $432,000. 

2.  Staff 

The  staff  will  consist  of  high-level  professionals  and 
paraprofessionals,  and  will  include: 

Consumer  Assistance  Officer 

Deputy  Consumer  Assistance  Officer  (with  management  and 
program  analyst  responsibilities) 

Consumer  Assistance  Specialists 
Contact  Representatives 
Attomey(s)/Paralegal  Specialist(s) 

Secretary(ies) 

Clerk(s)  * 

Consul  tant(s) 

3.  Intra-Agency  Relationship 

(a)  Consumer  Assistance  Office  advises  and  assists 
the  Chairman,  Commissioners  and  Bureaus  and 
Offices  with  respect  to  public  participation  and 
consumer  assistance  matters. 


(b)  CAO  is  a  focal  point  for  organizing  briefings  for 
international  groups,  schools,  licensees,  and  other 
organizations. 

(c)  In  coordination  with  the  program  bureaus  and 
offices,  CAO  evaluates  the  effectiveness  of  the  FCC  in 
communicating  the  Commission’s  regulatory 
requirements  and  proposed  requirements  to  FCC 
licensees  and  the  general  public.  CAO  develops  and 
recommends  strategies  and  new  initiatives  for  solving 
problems  in  communicating  with  consumers  of  various 
types  of  communications  services. 

(d)  CAO  develops  “plain-English”  materials 
explaining  FCC  proposals,  policies  and  requirements 
and  shares  responsibility  for  FCC  publications 
management 

(e)  CAO  has  opportunities  to  participate  in  the 
development  and  review  of  FCC  rules,  policies, 
programs  and  legislation.  CAO  receives  advance 
copies  of  all  open  meeting  Agenda  items  (which  are 
staff  recommendations  of  proposed  Commission 
action).  CAO  schedules  Agenda  briefings  with  all 
Divisions  of  Public  Affairs  Office  to  apprise  one 
another  of  rulemakings  which  may  have  a  consumer 
impact. 

(f)  CAO  will  improve  the  FCC’s  consumer 
communications  mechanisms.  CAO  will  propose  a 
plan  to  automate  field  offices’  consumer  contacts  and 
a  plan  for  improved  dissemination  of  information. 

CAO  will  assist  in  training  FOB  contact 
representatives  in  handling  consumer  communications. 

II.  CONSUMER  PARTICIPATION 

A.  Citizens  Participation  Policy  Statement 

Develop,  recommend  and  implement  policies  and 
objectives  to  encourage  active  participation  in 
policymaking  proceedings  by  the  consumers  of 
communication  services,  with  the  objective  of  insuring 
that  the  FCC  has  the  benefit  of  a  wider  spectrum  of 
information  and  viewpoints  in  its  decisionmaking 
processes. 

B.  Modes  of  Involvement 

1.  Maintain  liaison  with  individual  consumers  and 
organizations  of  consumers  concerned  with  FCC 
regulatory  activities  to  insure  a  continuing  interchange 
of  views  and  information  on  matters  of  common 
interest.  Maintain  liaison  with  other  government 
agencies  on  consumer  education  and  public 
participation  matters. 

2.  Promote  increased  understanding  of  the  concerns 
and  viewpoints  of  consumers  of  communications 
services  at  all  levels  within  the  Commission. 

3.  Consumer  Assistance  Office  will  conduct  regular 
discussion  sessions  with  consumer  groups,  informing 
them  of  the  Commission's  top  issues  and  how  they  can 
effectively  participate  in  the  Commission’s  rulemaking 
process. 

C.  Implementation 

The  Consumer  Assistance  Office  will  have  primary 
responsibility  for  implementing  the  Commission’s 
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consumer  participation  program,  drawing  on  the 
resources  and  expertise  of  other  Bureaus  and  Offices, 
as  needed: 

1.  CAO  will  work  with  the  General  Counsel’s  Office 
to  propose  new  guidelines  for  simplifying  the  comment 
and  petition  filing  procedure. 

2.  Coordinating  with  the  Office  of  the  Secretary, 
CAO  will  propose  a  procedure  for  notification  to 
acknowledge  receipt  of  petitions  and  comments. 

3.  CAO  will  study  a  proposal  to  install  an  800 
telephone  line,  enabling  consumers  to  file  complaints 
and  inquiries.  CAO  will  consider  an  alternative 
proposal  to  install  an  800  telephone  line  with  a 
recording  of  the  FCC’s  weekly  meeting  agenda. 

4.  CAO  will  continue  to  publish  Feedback  (a  "plain- 
English”  summary  of  the  major  consumer  notices 
before  the  Commission)  as  well  as  Actions  Alert  (a 
weekly  status  report  of  the  top  issues  before  the 
Commission),  and  other  information  publications. 

III.  INFORMATION  MATERIALS 

A.  Services 

CAO  will  continue  to  distribute  the  FCC’s  Open 
Meeting  Guide;  1  Sunshine  Agenda; 1  2  and  other 
materials  to  inform  consumers  about  Agency 
procedures. 

CAO  will  publish  new  bulletins  and  procedure 
manuals  in  "plain-English”  and,  where  appropriate,  in 
a  bilingual  format. 

B.  Media  Usage 

CAO  will  explore  the  use  of  the  mass  media  and 
other  forms  of  media  as  an  appropriate  distribution 
channel  for  information  about  FCC  proposals,  policies 
and  decisions: 

1.  Sunday  Newspaper  Supplements 
•2.  Video  and  Audio  Taped  Programs 

3.  Ethnic  Media  (i.e.,  Black,  Hispanic,  bilingual,  and 
other  special  interest  groups) 

4.  Public  Service  Announcements 

5.  Edited  Tapes  of  major  Commission  Meetings 

6.  Participation  in  public  affairs  forums 

C.  Publications 

1.  Consumer  Notices 

CAO  prepares  periodic  bulletins  which  give 
information  about  Commission  activities  that  are  of 
primary  interest  to  the  public. 

2.  Feedback 

CAO  prepares  a  “plain-English"  summary  of  the 
major  consumer  related  proposals  before  the 
Commission. 

3.  Yellow  Page  Ads 

CAO  will  explore  the  possibility  of  purchasing 
advertising  space  in  telephone  company  yellow  page 


1  A  Guide  to  Open  Meetings  is  a  pamphlet  designed  to  help  those 
individuals  attending  Commission  meetings  to  understand  what  is 
taking  place  during  the  meeting:  who  is  participating  in  the  meeting: 
and  what  conduct  is  expected. 

2  The  Sunshine  Agenda  lists  the  titles  and  brief  summary  of  those 
items  to  be  considered  at  the  Commission  meetings.  The  Sunshine 
Agenda  is  issued  seven  days  prior  to  the  meeting  date  and  briefly 
explains  what  the  discussions  will  be  about. 


supplements  to  publicize  the  availability  of  CAO’s 
(and  Field  Office  Contact  Representatives)  information 
services. 

4.  FCC  Information  Bulletins 

CAO  provides  a  wide  range  of  information 
publications  informing  the  public  of  its  services  and 
activities. 

5.  Procedure  Manual 

CAO  distributes  a  pamphlet  outlining  the  respective 
roles  of  the  industry  we  regulate,  the  Commission  and 
the  concerned  consumer  in  the  establishment  and 
preservation  of  quality  communication  services, 
outlining  procedures  available  to  consumers  and 
outlining  practical  advice  concerning  their  use. 

6.  Curriculum  Materials 

CAO  will  continue  to  expand  its  set  of  consumer 
communication  course  materials  used  to  illustrate 
skills  required  for  participating  in  FCC  proceedings. 

D.  FCC  Field  Offices 

1.  CAO  will  aid  in  the  production  of  FCC’s  Field 
Operation  Bureau’s  information  bulletins.  CAO  will 
aid  the  Field  in  the  distribution  of  Sunshine  Agenda, 
news  releases,  and  public  notices. 

2.  A  facsimile  machine  has  been  installed  at 
headquarters  and  Field  Offices  to  expedite  delivery  of 
major  Agency  decisions  to  the  Field  Offices. 

3.  CAO  will  assist  Field  Operations  Bureau’s  Public 
Information  Specialists  in  conducting  training  sessions 
for  FOB  Contact  Representatives. 

IV.  EDUCATION  AND  TRAINING 

A.  Staff  Responsibilities 

1.  Consumer  Assistance  Office,  coordinating  with 
Bureau  and  Office  heads,  will  have  primary 
responsibility  for  informing  FCC  staff  of  CAO 
programs  available  for  consumers  seeking  assistance 
from  the  FCC. 

B.  Procedure 

1.  After  Commission  adoption,  the  Chairman  will 
issue  a  memorandum,  along  with  the  Executive  Order 
and  Agency  guidelines,  informing  policymakers  and 
other  personnel  of  implementation  plans.  Each  Bureau 
will  establish  procedures  for  complying  and  assisting 
in  implementing  the  FCC’s  Consumer  Program. 

C.  Personnel  Training 

1.  The  Consumer  Assistance  Office,  working  with 
the  Personnel  Division,  will  establish  job  descriptions 
and  general  consumer  assistance  training  programs  for 
the  Agency. 

2.  CAO  will  establish  staff  positions  with  various 
specialties.  The  CAO  staff  will  receive  training,  as 
needed,  in  consumerism,  complaint  handling,  citizen 
participation  and  outreach  efforts. 

3.  CAO  personnel  will  receive  training  by  attending 
consumer  affairs  conferences,  professional 
development  seminars  and  participating  in  programs 
aimed  at  enhancing  consumer  affairs/participation. 
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4.  Workshops  will  play  an  integral  part  in  CAO 
training  programs  for  other  staffs  and  groups. 

D.  Technical  Assistance 

1.  As  needed,  those  offices  with  responsibility  for 
implementation  and  oversight  programs,  will  provide 
technical  assistance  to  consumers.  CAO,  through  its 
Public  Participation  Workshops,  will  set  aside  a 
portion  of  its  resources  to  discuss  technical  assistance 
needs  and  requirements  (it  will  also  make  time 
available  during  its  other  programs). 

2.  Consumer  Assistance  Office  employs  bi-lingual 
personnel  to  aid  those  individuals  and  groups  who 
may  have  difficulty  communicating  with  FCC  staff. 

V.  COMPLAINT  HANDLING 

The  Consumer  Assistance  Office  is  setting  up 
guidelines  for  a  complaint  handling  and  reporting 
system,  working  with  coordinators  within  each  Bureau 
on  the  design  and  implementation  of  a  low-cost, 
modem  system  for  facilitating  timely  and  responsive 
replies  to  all  complaints/inquiries.  The  reports 
submitted  will  provide  decision  makers  at  the  FCC 
with  accurate  information  about  areas  of  frequent 
complaints/inquires. 

A.  Responsibilities  of  Complaint/Inquiry 
Coordinators 

1.  Monitoring  of  complaints/inquiries. 

(a)  Complaint/inquiry  coordinator  is  the  focal  point 
for  all  complaint  activity  with  the  respective  Bureaus. 

2.  The  coordinator  will  oversee  the  timely  response 
to  all  complaints  and  inquires. 

B.  Evaluation  and  Follow-Up 

1.  Coordinator  will  monitor  responsiveness  of  the 
office. 

2.  On  a  regular  basis  a  formal  follow-up  procedure 
with  the  complainant/inquirer  will  be  established  in 
order  to  measure  the  impact  of  the  system  from  the 
complainant/inquirer’s  perspective. 

(a)  Conduct  surveys. 

(b)  Regular  evaluation  of  responses  to  complainants/ 
inquiries. 

C.  Types  of  Complaints 

1.  Written 

(a)  A  reasonable  amount  of  time  will  be  set  for 
responding  to  complaints/inquiries.  If  a  response 
cannot  be  issued  within  a  reasonable  amount  of  time, 
an  informative  interim  reply  will  be  issued. 

(b)  Each  complaint/inquiry  will  be  logged  in  upon 
receipt: 

1.  Complaints  will  be  identified  by  program  area  and 
nature  of  complaint.  A  determination  will  be  made  as 
to  whether  the  agency  can  assist. 

2.  Each  complaint  will  be  assigned  a  reply  due  date. 

2.  Telephone 

(a)  Telephone  complaints  will  be  treated  in  a  manner 
similar  to  written  complaints. 


(b)  Telephone  calls  will  be  included  in  the  monthly 
tally  of  complaint  activity. 

(c)  Reasonable  time  for  responding  to  telephone 
complaint/ inquiry  is  24  hours. 

(d)  A  written  report  will  be  made  of  the  final 
disposition  of  a  telephone  complaint/inquiry. 

3.  Walk-in 

(a)  Walk-in  complaints/inquiries  can  be  logged  on 
the  same  form  as  telephone  complaints. 

(b)  Walk-in  visitors  will  be  immediately  assisted. 

D.  Monthly  Reporting  Requirements 

1.  Complaint/Inquiry  Coordinator  will  collect 
statistics  on  complaint/inquiry  activity  for  respective 
offices  and  provide  Consumer  Assistance  Office  with 
appropriate  reports. 

(a)  Indicate  problem  area  and  type  of  complaint/ 
inquiry,  including  the  number  of  complaints/inquiries. 

(b)  Number  of  complaints/inquiries  received  and 
resolved  for  the  month. 

2.  A  descriptive  narrative  will  accompany  the 
complaint/inquiry  statistical  report  and  include  the 
following: 

(a)  Specific  nature  of  complaint. 

(b)  Suggested  action  to  be  taken  to  correct  problem 
areas  (i.e.,  rule  amendment,  issuance  of  brochure, 
bulletin). 

3.  Explanation  of  Backlog  and  Overdue  Responses 

(a)  Statistical  report  will  include  the  number  of 
complaints/inquiries  received  and  the  number 
resolved.  If  there  is  an  extensive  backlog,  an 
explanation  will  be  included  in  the  narrative  report. 

Federal  Communications  Commission. 

William }.  Tricarico, 

Secretary. 

Appendix  I — Federal  Communications  Commission 

Dear  Esther:  I  am  responding  to  your  October  9  request 
that  independent  federal  agencies  like  the  Federal 
Communications  Commission,  as  well  as  executive  branch 
agencies  subject  to  the  requirements  of  Executive  Order 
12160,  send  to  you  a  copy  of  our  Consumer  Assistance 
program  and  indicate  whether  it  meets  the  spirit  of  the 
President’s  Executive  Order. 

I  can  assure  you  that  the  FCC  is  working  to  insure  that 
those  providing  communications  services  do  so  in  the  public 
interest.  We  are  also  working  to  insure  that  consumers  of 
communications  services  know  about  our  policy 
deliberations  and  how  they  can  provide  input  into  our 
decisions.  We  have  shown  that  we  are  committed  to  the 
goals  of  Executive  Order  12160. 

I  realize  that  the  public  is  not  always  aware  of  the  rights 
and  responsibilities  that  go  along  with  either  being  a  user  or 
provider  of  communications  services.  Because  of  this  the 
Consumer  Assistance  Office  was  established  at  the  FCC.  We 
have  gradually  but  substantially  expanded  the  resources  and 
role  of  the  Consumer  Assistance  Office  over  the  past  three 
years. 

Our  Consumer  Assistance  Office’s  enclosed  model 
program  represents  a  blend  of  existing  programs,  future 
programs  that  CAO  has  in  the  planning  stages,  and  a  long 
range  forecast  of  programs  they  intend  to  experiment  with  in 
the  future.  Your  memorandum  asks  each  agency  to  develop 
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— 

and  maintain  a  consumer  program  with,  at  a  minimum,  five 
elements: 

(1)  an  identifiable  consumer  affairs  staff  authorized  to 
participate  in  the  development  and  review  of  all  agency  . 
rules,  policies,  programs,  and  legislation; 

(2)  effective  procedures  for  consumer  participation  in  the 
development  and  review  of  all  agency  rules,  policies,  and 
programs; 

(3)  development  of  information  materials  for  consumers; 

(4)  consumer  affairs  training  for  agency  staff  members  and, 
to  the  extent  considered  appropriate,  provision  of  technical 
assistance  to  consumers  and  their  organizations;  and 

(5)  systematic  procedures  for  complaint  handling. 

You  will  see  from  the  outline  of  our  enclosed  consumer 

program  that  all  five  of  the  elements  that  you  proposed  in 
your  memorandum  are  included  in  that  program. 

Because  our  program  has  been  in  place  for  some  time  and 
because  we  are  not  proposing  a  new  program,  we  are  not 
formally  inviting  public  comments.  We  do,  however, 
welcome  the  public’s  input  at  any  time  about  any  of  the 
services  we  provide. 

I  am  designating  the  Chief  of  the  Consumer  \ssistance 
Office  as  the  FCC’s  senior  official  responsible  for  our 
consumer  program. 

Sincerely, 

Charles  D.  Ferris. 

Chairman. 

Hon.  Esther  Peterson, 

Special  Assistant  to  the  President  for  Consumer  Affairs,  The 
White  House,  Washington,  D.C. 

(FR  Doc.  79-36838  Filed  12-7-79;  6:45  am) 
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